A Book Review: Burakku Kousoku (Unreasonable School Rules) by Antonija Cavcic
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 28   141
A Book Review: Burakku Kousoku (Unreasonable School Rules) 
Edited by Ogiue Chiki & Uchida Ryou 
Toyokan Publishing, 2018, 260 pp. ISBN: 9784491035574 
 
Reviewed by Antonija Cavcic , Asia University 
 
 
Abstract 
 
This book review examines Burakku Kousoku (unreasonable school rules), edited by Ogiue 
Chiki and Uchida Ryou. Since unreasonable school rules are arguably on the rise in Japan, 
Ogiue saw the need to address this issue. He was particularly motivated to conduct this 
research by a particular salient example of an unreasonable rule which was implemented at 
Osaka’s Kaifukan high school. The book Burakku Kousoku is the result of the nation-wide 
project initiated by Ogiue. In addition, the book features sub-chapters from contributors who 
specialize in and address specific issues regarding the legality of school rules, gender 
identity, children living in poverty, the health and safety of children, and the necessity of 
uniforms. The book also includes perspectives on unreasonable school rules form 
“survivors,” teaching staff, and so on. Burakku Kousoku closes with Ogiue’s and Uchida’s 
solutions to this issue.  
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Introduction 
 
In 2017, a student at Osaka’s Kaifukan high school made the headlines when she filed 
a lawsuit regarding her school’s “black hair” policy. According to the plaintiff, she was 
constantly forced to dye her hair black, despite her natural hair color being brown. She was 
told not to come to school unless she had dyed her hair to meet the school’s specific 
standards. After several years of relentless scrutiny and frequent dyeing, resulting in damage 
to her hair and scalp, she eventually stopped attending school and decided to take the matter 
to court (Kim, 2017).  
This is just one of many examples of so-called “burakku kousoku” (unreasonable 
school rules), which are arguably on the rise in Japan. However, it is this case, in particular, 
which inspired editor Ogiue Chiki to initiate a nation-wide research project on unreasonable 
school rules and thereafter publish Burakku Kousoku.  
While the book itself is largely based on the research and findings from the study, 
Chapter 2 of the book features sub-chapters from contributors who specialize in and address 
specific issues regarding the legality of school rules, gender identity, children living in 
poverty, the health and safety of children, and the necessity of uniforms. To follow, Chapter 3 
provides insight into school rules from the perspectives of “survivors”, teaching staff, parents 
or guardians, and society as a whole. To close, Ogiue and co-editor Uchida Ryou discuss the 
viability and possible means of shifting from “black” (unreasonable) school rules to “white” 
(fair) school rules, and also provide a FAQ section which summarizes some of the major 
claims of their research and questions readers might have regarding unreasonable school 
rules.  
This paper will first outline the research project and provide examples of what the 
authors consider burakku kousoku. This will then be followed by reviews of Chapters 2 and 
3, including the editors’ final discussion. Finally, I will conclude by highlighting the text’s 
strengths and weaknesses and demonstrate how Burakku Kousoku brings to light the growing 
trend of ultra-conservative and often controversial rules in contemporary Japanese schools, 
how this in turn reflects contemporary Japanese society, and more importantly, how the text 
might be insightful for instructors and students when taking up employment or enrolling into 
a school. 
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Behind the Burakku Kousoku Project  
 
As mentioned above, Chapter 1 begins by describing how the project was inspired by 
real events such as the Kaifukan high school case, and thus proceeds to outline the basic 
details about the project. While Ogiue puts the phenomenon of Japan’s unreasonable school 
rules into perspective, his stance is blatantly conveyed right from the beginning of the chapter 
when he reminds readers that it is indeed the 21st century and that many rules are now 
outdated (2018, p. 1). In any case, the project itself involved a survey which was distributed 
and completed in early 2018, making it relevant and thus invaluable information for current 
teaching practitioners. With its call for respondents from the ages of 10 to 60 and its large 
sample size (involving both 2000 students and 2000 parents or guardians), the project 
attempted to trace school rule trends from the 1960s to 2018. While this provided most of the 
quantitative data, the project’s Twitter hashtag #ブラック校則 reaped significant anecdotal 
evidence contributing to the overall credibility of the study and findings.  
Although there was a tremendous amount of data to cover, the findings are presented 
quite clearly in tables segregating age groups, specific rules and the differences between 
junior and high schools. Some of the major rules included hair color and length, underwear 
color, skirt length, the prohibition of skin protection products such as sunscreen and lip balm, 
the consumption of water during gym classes or club activities, the prohibition of stockings 
or scarves in winter, and so on (p. 21). Whether such rules are unreasonable is debatable. For 
that reason, the researchers’ inclusion and summary of the means of regulation and 
punishment reinforce and reflect the severity of some of the school rules. For instance, there 
were cases of routine underwear checks (also conducted by male teachers), the checking of 
students’ personal belongings such as sanitary items and receipts in their wallets, humiliating 
students in front of other classmates, forcing students with gray hair to dye their hair or 
forcing students living below the poverty line to get their hair cut professionally and provide 
authentic receipts (p. 40).  
Aside from corporal punishment or verbal abuse, the findings also reveal the negative 
consequences of actually obeying school rules such as getting frostbite in winter, suffering 
second-degree burns, graying early or hair loss, rapid weight loss, depression, and even 
suicide (referred to as 指導死 (shidoushi), or suicide triggered by extreme methods of 
disciplining students). Without being overly critical or relying on persuasive rhetoric, Chapter 
One of Burakku Kousoku manages to effectively convey and criticize the harsh reality of 
school rule enforcement in Japan by simply revealing research findings in a succinct and 
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expository fashion. Ogiue does, however, reflect upon the findings towards the end of the 
chapter. For example, he suggests that the upward trend in rigid school rules since the 1980s 
was due to a lack of human resources available to manage large classrooms. According to 
Ogiue, by implementing rigid, yet universal school rules, classroom management becomes 
easier since uniformity supposedly reduces competition (p. 28). Consequently, he adds, such 
rules have not only seen stress levels rise among students and teachers alike, but there is also 
an alarming trend of students who cannot think for themselves (p. 29). Moreover, the 
physical and psychological trauma stemming from school rules which border sexual 
harassment or insist that “endurance is education”, he adds, is a violation of children’s rights, 
discriminatory and insulting to both children and parents (pp. 49-58). 
 
Specialist Insight into Specific Issues  
 
While Chapter 1’s neatly presented quantitative data and anecdotal evidence both 
provide a general overview of the burakku kousoku phenomenon and shed light on the major 
issues, Chapter 2 digs deeper into the matter by addressing specific issues such as gender 
identity, the legality of school rules, children living in poverty, the health and safety of 
children, and the necessity of uniforms. For instance, in one of the sub-chapters, lawyer 
Mashimo Mariko demonstrates how many school rules essentially violate children’s rights 
and Article 13 of Japan’s Constitution regarding the protection of individual rights and 
human dignity. Basically, Mashimo explains that students are deprived of agency and 
individuality yet schools dismiss these accusations by claiming that children need to be 
protected (p. 91). However, there are many incidents in which the regulation of rules 
designed to “protect students” goes too far and lives are lost. One case, in particular, involved 
a student getting her head crushed in the school gate because the teacher on duty at the school 
gate callously slammed the gate shut exactly at 08:30 a.m. as the student dashed to get in (p. 
71).  Mashimo argues that the only way the situation can improve is if the opinions and ideas 
of parents and children are taken into account when composing school rules and when 
society, as a whole, simply learns to believe children (p. 94).  
The sub-chapter which follows focuses on discrimination towards children from 
lower-economic backgrounds, who either cannot, or are forced to buy brand new officially 
mandated school uniforms, bags or even bikes. One of the most prominent and controversial 
cases is Tokyo’s Taimei elementary school, which required students to purchase Armani 
uniforms at the beginning of the 2018 school year (Hamada, 2018).  
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The subsequent two chapters center on the difficulties faced by students with 
developmental disorders and LGBT students. Regarding the former demographic of students, 
as researcher Ayaya Satsuki indicates in her chapter, students with developmental disorders 
struggle with teamwork activities, physical education, keeping up with classwork and simply 
cannot understand the lesson content altogether. However, since many schools encourage 
uniformity, group mentality and deemphasize individual care, these students are forced to 
participate and perform tasks that cause severe anxiety. To combat this trend of indirect 
mistreatment stemming largely from a culture of group mentality, she stresses a need for 
schools to embrace diversity, flexibility and provide a variety of options for students (p.117). 
To follow, LGBT activist, writer, and representative director of NPO Trois Couleurs, 
Masuhara Hiroko’s sub-chapter addresses problems faced by LGBT students in regards to 
physical education classes, school toilets, uniforms, rules regarding hair styles, and a general 
fear of being outed or bullied. Extreme examples involve students resorting to literally peeing 
themselves due to a fear of using either of the male or female toilets, or students who give up 
altogether and stop attending school. According to Masuhara, the rate of X-gender students 
who stop attending school is 27% (p.131). On a positive note, however, she notes that some 
schools are starting introduce a variety of uniform options available to all students, but on the 
whole, increasing the number of teachers as allies is essential (p. 137). 
With contributions from lawyers, specialist scholars, and NPO representatives who 
have experienced discrimination first-hand, Chapter 2 adds a deeper, more profound, and 
more critical dimension to the text. Not only are common issues regarding the health and 
safety of students discussed, but also factors such as financial burdens and student poverty, 
human rights violations, and discrimination towards students who simply do not fit into the 
box, but are otherwise forced to. Overall, the chapter illustrates the detrimental effects of 
uniformity and unreasonable rules from diverse perspectives, and highlights a need for more 
flexible school rules as well as more options. 
 
Wider Perspectives on Burakku Kousoku  
 
 As mentioned earlier, Chapter 3 provides insight into school rules from the 
perspectives of “survivors,” teaching staff, parents and guardians, and society as a whole, but 
it also looks at how each of these groups can make a difference by playing a part in the rule 
making process, and in turn, incite change. While the first two sub-chapters are interesting in 
the sense that they return to the topic of uniforms and delve further into the issue of 
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shidoushi, the latter three sub-chapters regarding teachers, parents/guardians, and the local 
community are especially essential contributions as all of these groups are directly involved 
with the health, well-being, and education of the students. 
Firstly, in his sub-chapter on the roles of teachers who are subject to regulating 
unreasonable school rules, former elementary and junior high school principal, Harada 
Norihito discusses the process involved in formulating school rules and how they are 
regulated by staff. One of the major issues, he suggests, is the fact that not only are there 
school rules which students are aware of upon enrolling, but there are also detailed, “in-
house” rules designed specifically for teachers and are used for rule regulation. These rules 
are explained to students during orientation sessions, upon which students have no choice but 
to oblige (p. 183). He also notes that the wording does not allow for any kind of flexibility. 
For example, “permitted/acceptable” and “not permitted/unacceptable” are frequently used, 
but “should obey” or “recommended” are rarely used, if at all (p. 184). He concludes by 
emphasizing a need to embrace diversity, a need for students to be involved in the rule 
making process, and an overall need to abolish the current concept and system of school rules 
(pp. 189-192).  
While teachers can be seen as potential game changers in the movement towards 
amending unreasonable school rules, the undeniable power of the PTA and testimonies from 
individual parents can also make a significant impact. Thus, to follow Harada’s sub-chapter, 
so-called “PTA journalist” Ootsuka Reiko demonstrates how parents have actually instigated 
change and suggests how further positive changes can be made. For instance, rules regarding 
items such as the color of socks, seasons in which students can bring water bottles to class, 
the size of backpacks, and so on, have been amended as a result of parent complaints 
(pp.196-199). One of the more extreme cases involved a mother who complained that it was 
unreasonable for her daughter not to wear underwear during gym class at her elementary 
school in Tokyo. After several meetings with the teacher in charge, it was finally agreed that 
students were allowed to bring a change of underwear (p. 195). Although it is demonstrated 
that individual parents or guardians can call for change, Ootsuka suggests that the collective 
power of the PTA can more effectively appeal to schools and boards of education. She further 
urges PTA members to never refrain from voicing their opinions and to be constantly critical 
of taken-for-granted, outdated or unreasonable rules (p. 208).   
After considering how teaching practitioners and parents/guardians have the potential 
to influence school rules, Uchida closes Chapter 3 by discussing the overall difference 
members of the community can make and how a shift in societal values is necessary if we 
142CELE JOURNAL Vol. 28
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 28   147
have any hope in creating a safe, flexible and positive environment for students to learn in. 
He particularly notes how the Internet, and especially social media, can be used as tools to 
raise awareness and gather a consensus on particular issues since the Internet is a platform 
which allows for anonymity and the voicing of opinions that are usually suppressed in 
Japanese society.  
Finally, to neatly summarize the research findings and contributors’ input, Uchida and 
Ogiue comment on the major issues that have been presented throughout the book such as the 
fine line between the regulation of school rules and harassment or abuse, excessive 
micromanagement and its demoralizing effects on teachers, the overall lack of diversity and 
options for students, and, more than anything, a need for greater ethical considerations and 
student input when creating school rules. The final, and most significant point they make is 
that in the process of eliminating unreasonable school rules, safe places or avenues through 
which students can voice their concerns need to expand because evidently, one’s school or 
home environment is not necessarily the safest place to be. 
 
Summary 
 
Although it might require an intermediate to upper-intermediate level of Japanese to 
read Burakku Kousoku, the neatly presented data, anecdotes and case studies allow for ease of 
reading. Furthermore, because it is targeted towards the average reader, there is minimal use 
of jargon and dense academic language. Readability issues aside, since the content itself is so 
controversial and shocking at times, even readers remotely related to the field of education 
can gain eye-opening insight into the underbelly of Japanese school management. With its 
currency, research credibility and carefully selected contributors, Burakku Kousoku is almost 
like attending a trial at court—that is, solid evidence is revealed, authentic testimonies 
reinforce the findings from the data, and arguments are finally made. One of the 
shortcomings, however, is its bias. There are no conservative contributors, current and key 
members of the ministry of education, or specialists in education who advocate traditional 
school rules and means of disciplining students. The text arguably needs a little more balance 
to paint the whole picture, per se.    
 In addition, while the editors and contributors constantly reinforce that changes need 
to be made, they do not specify how or by what means this can be done. Another thing that 
the book could have benefitted from is a resources section for concerned or troubled students, 
parents or educators seeking counseling, assistance or advice. Arguing that more safe spaces 
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need to be made without mentioning any pre-existing services or facilities for readers who 
might be in a vulnerable position, is not particularly helpful. 
On the whole, however, Burakku Kousoku is concisely written, tactfully expository, 
and rich with anecdotes which, in themselves, convey the awful truth. As for educators in 
Japan who might be employed in such schools or interact with students who have come from 
such learning environments, this book not only offers insight into burakku kousoku as a 
phenomenon, but it is a valuable tool in understanding student behavior in a late-Heisei/early 
Reiwa context. It highlights a need for educators to embrace diversity, provide options for 
their students and simply listen to their problems. For students, it confirms that they are not 
alone in thinking that something is wrong, it encourages them to question the taken-for-
granted nature of rules and perhaps pluck up the courage to speak up about their concerns. As 
we have seen with the #MeToo and #Kutoo movements, a little Tweet goes a long way. 
Exposure is critical and that is exactly what Burakku Kousoku has achieved with this book. 
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